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Jose C. 
Cordova [37]

Explosive Plant Laborer

Sevedeo
Lujan [53]

Explosive Plant Laborer

Leopoldo F. 
Pacheco [50]
Labor Foreman

Escolastico
Martinez [47]

Explosive Plant Laborer

Accident Overview

Scrap Disposal Crew Members Involved in the Accident

On Wednesday, October 14, 1959, at approximately 13:32, four men working on a scrap 
disposal crew were killed during a routine operation at the Los Alamos Scientific 
Laboratory’s S-Site burning ground. The cause of death was the accidental explosion of an 
estimated three hundred pounds of explosives. The subsequent investigation yielded the 
following:

• The exact cause of the explosion was not determined 

• Operational and safety procedures were in place 

• There is no specific evidence of any error in judgement or departure from instruction by any 
employee

3



• Group GMX-3 is a organization of scientists, 
engineers, and technicians whose mission is to 
develop high explosive (HE) systems

• The group utilizes various processes—including 
casting, pressing, and machining—which inevitably 
produce HE scrap for disposal

• Periodically, the HE scrap disposal crew removes the 
scrap from the processing area and hauls it to the 
S-Site to be eliminated via a burning operation

• The HE scrap disposal crew are responsible for 
picking up the scrap, loading and transporting it to 
the S-Site, unloading it, and igniting the material for 
disposal

• Typically, scrap consists of the following categories:

o Equipment to be flashed 

▪ Equipment suspected of being 
contaminated with explosives would be 
burned along with the scrap explosive to 
remove the contamination 

o Wet HE waste

▪ Wet machining waste (wet with 
machining coolant)  

o Dry HE waste

▪ Discrete pieces of HE of various sizes
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GMX-3 and Scrap Disposal Crew



Events of October 14, 1959
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Loading Activities (13:00–13:25)

• 3 cans of dry scrap

• 2 boxes of dry scrap

• 1 large piece of dry scrap 

• This “Heavy” / “difficult to handle” piece was not a
typical and was a special request pickup [14]

Activities at the Pit (reconstruction of available information)

• Scrap already located at the pit

o Several pieces of equipment to be flashed 

o Wet scrap material laid out to dry 

• Approx. 13:28 – Crew arrive at the site in two trucks 

o The hydraulic tailgate on the loading truck is 
positioned above the ground to aid in unloading

o Pacheco is on the side of the burn pad checking the 
wet scrap material 

o Cordova, Lujan, and Martinez are unloading

• Approx. 13:32 – Unexpected explosion at the S-Site area

• Minutes later, personnel arrive on scene  

AEC and LANL property officers were supposed to be at the 
site at 13:30 to certify the equipment to be flashed. 
They were delayed.



LASL accident report
(not publicly released 

until 2001)
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2009 family visit to 
accident site and 

memorial

Available Information



Many people, both on and off duty, responded after 
hearing the explosion:

• First responders made a immediate sweep of the 
area for survivors, but no one was found
o Because of the active fire and the potential for 

remnant explosives, everyone was ordered to 
evacuate

• After approximately 40 minutes, it was deemed safe 
to reenter the area 

• Officials determined that there were no survivors, 
and the recovery effort began
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Pacheco (600 feet from site)

Lujan (190 feet from site)

Accident Response



Reconstruction of the site
immediately before the accident

Condition of the site after the 
accident

Accident Scene Analysis

Pacheco? (foreman)

Lujan? 
Cordova?
Martinez?

Pacheco 
(600 feet from site)

Lujan 
(190 feet from site)

Cordova and Martinez’s 
bodies “were vaporized“ 
by the explosion [14]



Reconstruction of the truck bed and tailgate provides 
evidence that the explosion occurred at the left rear 
portion of the tailgate

• The tailgate was positioned above the ground to 
aid in unloading and is thought to have been 
roughly 18 inches off the ground

• Eight rings marks on the bed caused by the bed 
being forced upwards into the cans
• The explosion occurred below bed level
• Showed 8 dry scrap cans were in the bed at 

the time of the explosion
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Location of the Explosion



The resulting configuration of debris 
required more energy to be released than 
any one of the materials could have 
produced by itself

Large piece of dry scrap / wet scrap

o No identifiable pieces of explosives were found 

o They either were consumed by or contributed to 
the explosion  

Cans of small dry scrap

o The cans were likely still in the truck when the 
explosion occurred

o All cans were accounted for, and none was 
severely damaged

o All but one had scrap remaining inside

10

Explosives Involved in the Accident
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Crater Analysis
One significant crater was found 40” ×
24” × 10” deep

• This is not as deep as what would be 
expected for the quantity of 
explosives detonating while in 
contact with the ground



• Scrap loading truck
o Turned 90 degrees and moved from 

what would be expected for 
unloading operations

o Considerably more damage to rear 
left tire assembly than any other

• Debris found in all directions  
around the burning pad at 
various distances

• Pieces of the tailgate’s surface 
plate indicated they were very 
close to a detonating explosive
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Debris Analysis



Possible Causes
• Initiation by friction

• Initiation by dropping

Factors
• Potentially multiple things happening at once

• Open scrap containers

• Failure of tailgate mechanism

• Coarse gravel used on burning pad 

• Large chunk of dry explosive was heavy and difficult to 
handle
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Conclusions



• Creation of a written standard operating procedure 

• Packaging of explosives

• Burning operation has been improved

• Sensitivity tests
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Changes to Explosive Operations

Current Methods to 
Dispose of Scrap HE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SkTItXeD4PE
at 1 minute 9 seconds

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SkTItXeD4PE
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